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The (in)accuracy of official 
statistics in New Zealand 

Raymond Harbridge* 

work stoppage 

The accura(r l~{stoppage statistics in New Zealand is e:nunined by co1nparing l?(ficial statistics of 
the Federation of Labour's right to bargain campaign with those collected at Victoria University of 
Wellington The can1paign of industrial stoppages lasted 87 days and was ident(fied using rnedia 
reports and en1ployer and union sources. A total l?{ 57 264 workers stopped work. losing a total of 
126 793 working days. Gol'ernnlent figures under-report the nurnber of workers inl·oh·ed in the 
can1paign stoppages by 47 percent and the nun1ber of working days lost by 42 percent. The degree of 
under-reporting is even 111ore 111arked when the activities of 2 groups of workers- 1neat processing 
workers and waterside worker.\' - are taken out of the san1ple. Then. ·working days lost in the 
n1anujacturing sector art~ under-reported by 117 percent while in the transpon sector official_figures 
rel'eal a rnere 82 worker.._,· losing 198 days while university.figures identified 9 440 workers losing 6 360 
working days. 

Reasonsfor these inaccuracies include the low priori~l' given to the function of collecting stoppage 
statistics within the Departn1ent. and staffing difficulties while at the sarne tin1e the Departn1ent 's work 
load was being increased. It is often argued that while the raw stoppage statistics are inaccurate. they 
do accurately reflect trends in industrial disputation. The research indicates that this is nor the case 
and that poli(V n1akers should not rely on stoppage statistics as a means to evaluate the t~(fectil•eness of 
the industrial relations srste1n. . 

Introduction 

Official stoppage statistics are used frorn time to tin1e to draw conclusions regarding the 
effectiveness of Government policy in the area of industrial relations. Politil.:ians sornetin1cs 
use the statistics to argue the success of their governn1enfs policies. compared with that of 
earlier adn1inistrations (for example see Rodger. 19X5). In addition to their use in examining 
the effectiveness of the policies of different adn1 in istra tions. New Zealand's stoppage statistics 
are compared against those of other countries- presunutbly to draw conclusions regarding 
the effectiveness of New Zealand's industrial relations con1pared to the industrial relations 
systems of other countries. and possibly by overseas investors anxious to learn n1ore about the 
industrial din1ate in New Zealand (for exan1ple see Jackman. 19X5). By international 
standards New Zealand tends to have a fairly high number of working days lost per I 000 
workers but stoppages in New Zealand have a comparatively low average duration . 

The inaccuracy of stoppage statistics and the difficulties of international comparisons are 
well known and documented elsewhere. for exarnple in Shalev (197Ra and 197Rh). and 
Ingharn ( 1974). In New Zealand the accuracy of stoppage statistics has been a concern of the 
Department of Statistics. The Department of Statistics initiated meetings with officers of the 
Department of Labour in early 19R5. with a view to shortening the length of tirne taken to 
collect the statistics and ensuring that adequate coverage of stoppages was being achieved 
(l)epartment of Lahour. 19R5a). 
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The collection of official stoppage statistics 

The re~pOn\thility for the collection of stoppage statistics in New Zealand lies with ~he 
head office (lndu\trial Relation~ Division) of the Departrnent of Lahour. The head office 
in struction\ to district offices on the collection of s toppage statistics arc contained in a 
departmental ci rcular dated 20 November llJX4 which expands on instructi?ns giv~n in llJ76 
(Department o f Lahour. l<JX4) The inforn1ation sought hy head office ts rcqutrcd for 2 
purposes. First. the collection of stoppage stati s tics and \Ccond. to .cn~bl~ a weekly report to 
the Minister of La hour. detailing cu rrent disputes. The Departn1ent s dtstnct offices arc asked 
to report on a// unauthorised stoppages of \\Ork or n:duetions in normal work ~utput wh.ich 
arise in the course of an industrial dispute or protest action or stopworks to dtscuss unton 
matters. irrespective of whether the action is recogn ised under Ne\\ Zealand's industrial laws 
and regardless of the duration of the ~toppage (Departrnent of Labour. 1976). The inforn1ation 
collected locally is forwarded to head office. checked and ultimately forwarded to the 
Departn1ent of Stati'-ttics 

The right to bargain campaign 

In 1984. in the 3 months prior to the '\nap" general election of July 14. trade unions, acting 
under the ausp ice ~ of the Federation of La hour (FOL), n1ounted a campaign of industrial 
c;, toppage~ designed to re~tore their righb to hargain over \.\ages and conditions. Those rights 
had heen suspended in June l<.JR2 h) the Wage FreeLe Regulatio ns llJX2 issued hy the 
Go\ernment under the Econon1ic Stabili!'lation Act l94X. The hackground to the union 
campaign along v.ith its in1pact and effectiveness has heen reported earlier (Harbridge and 
Edvvard\. l9X5). In the 3 n1onths of the campaign. a wide range of industries and cn1ployers 
hecame the target for industnal action. Two industries however. the meat processing industry 
and the \\dterfront indu'-ttf) . \\ere particularl) pron1inent on a national hasi'-t. and were clearly 
a \ignificant force in "haping the ca n1paign . 

The action" of rnea t~ orker" and \.\-a tc rsider\ were easi ly ide n ti lia hlc stoppage activit ics. 
The stoppage actl\itie\ o f other groups of\\orke rs \\ere po'-tsihly less ohvious yet seerned to he 
widely reported. indu'-ttl) hy indu~try, acres~ the count£), in dail) rnedia report\. That the 
stoppage~ occurred within a finite period. and that the cause of the stoppages was clear. n1ade 
the can1paign cll1 tdeal instrun1ent with which to n1easure the accuracy of official st,ltistics. 

University stoppage statistics collection 

E\tdcnce of this industrial carnpaign 'Ac.ls in.tially sought hyexamining ne'Aspaper report 
oft he can1pdtgn in 10 ofNe\\ /ealand\ 30 dail) nev .. spapers. The information provided in the 
nC\\ "paper 1 tern 'A as checked 'A i th the cn1 plo) cr a nJ union cited Many employers and unions 
contacted were able to identify other dispute\ that had not recei\ed ne\\spaper coverag~. 
Other Ji~o.,putes were tdenttfied by direct contact with oflicial s of the FOLand the New Zealand 
Fmployers Federatton These additional dt\pute\ were checked and are included in th~ir 
rc\ulh. Lach di\fHll~ ohsened ha"' heen recorded as a separate dispute. Where a second strike 
or ot her action followed. that action\\ a~ not recorded as a new dispute hut a~ a conti nun tion or 
the first disputL: The ddinition of a work \toppage U\ed wd~ identical to that used b) the 
Departrnent of l dhour - concentrating on unauthorised industrial stoppages where 
production tirne \\a ~ lost - through ex ten ded stop work rn~etings. one-day s toppages. 
protracted strikes. or load-out bans 

Results 

. T~~ carnp~tig,·~ of industrial c.lLl ton la'-tted X7 da~'" In that period I )2 work stoppages wen:: 
tdenttfted Of thl!sc ~ loppagc!'l. ")6 tnvol\ed the Nc\\ /caland 's Mcat\\orkcrs' Union. 12 
in\olved the NeVv /cal(tnd ~atcr'-.tdc Work~r\·_Un t o n . ttnd the rernaining X4 stoppages were 
\prcaJ O\cr a 'Atdc rdngl! of tndu \lr ~cs Offictal ftgurcs do not separa te!} report the numh~rof 
<.,loppuge\ recorded . In the follovvtng resu lts. th e sta ti stics in parcnthe\es arc the official 
sta ti '-.lies. 
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Throughout cw Zealand. a total of 57 2()4 (JR XtJ5) \Vorkers took dirL'L't action ~upporting 
the catnpaign. A total of I ,6 793 (~l) 22~) working days were lost as a result. The figurc" 
pn?SL'nll:d in Tahk I analyse the stoppages hy industrial district :.tnd calcul:.1tc thL· pcrccntagc 
that thc oflici:.ll ~tatistics understate thc kvl'l of~toppagcs ohservcd. Most stoppagL's occurred 
in the Northern industrial district with 27 037 (II 741) workers heing involved. losing 54l.J72 
(27 716) working days. 

Table I: Wage free:e work stoppages hy industrial district 

Northern 
Taranaki 
Wellington 
Marl borough 
Nel~on/Westla nJ 
Canterhury 
Otago/Southland 
Other* 
TOTAL 

Numhcr ol Ytorkcr-. unol\cd 

GoH:rnmcnt 
~ldll~ti~ .. 

11 741 
3 07~ 
R 440 

I 186 
5 66R 
8 781 

38 895 

lJni\Crsll) <lo under tatcmcnt Gr"crnmcnt 
'!itawaics of go' ern men 1 st<ttistic, 

.Sidli IICS 

27 03 7 130'}~. 27 716 
3 661 llJ"' Ill 7 071 
l.J 5XR I '"' • / 0 21 505 

1 473 )40/ 
- / 0 I 717 

6 1l..J2 l)OI .m 9 72X 
l.J313 6"o 21 491 
3 000 

57 264 4-ot I o 89 22R 

Uni\CPill\ % undcr..t<~tcmcnt 
• 

stdllst•c' of go,crnrncnt 
o;t,tii\IIC' 

54 ~72 YX"' I I ll 

11 055 .:; 6"' - I ll 

24 517 14 O/ I ll 

3 161 R4°' I I CI 

I 0 774 I I ~~~, 

22 314 4°o 
l ROO 

126 7Y3 4 "')() 
- (I 

* Unauthorised inter-union stop work n1ccting~. generally around 4 hours duration. held 
across industries. 

Across New Zcaland. the official statistics urh.krstate the nurnher of workers involved hy 
47 percent and the nurnberofworkingdays lost hy42 percent. Most under~taten1L'nt however 
occurred within the Northern industrial district where the nun1her of workers involved was 
understated by 130 percent and the nurnherofworking days lost hy YX percent. In the Taranaki 
and Marlborough/ Nelson/Westland industrial districts the percentage understatcrnent of 
working days lost is far greater than the percentage understaten1ent of \vorkers involved. 
indicating that while stoppages and nurnbers of \Vorkers were recorded cornparatively 
accurately. estin1ates of the duration of the stoppages fell far short of their actual duration. 

The right to bargain can1paign was concentrated in the rnanufacturing seLtor of the New 
Zealand econorny. A total of37 ~05 (33 6Y4) workt:rs lost l}l) 400 (79 471) working da)s in this 
sector. The figures presented in Tahle 2 analyse the stoppages b) industrial sector and 
calculate the percentage that the official statistics understate the stoppages n::corded. 

Table 2: Wage free:e work sroppages hy all indusrrie., 

Agricu It u re 
Mining 
Manufacturing 
Electricity 
Construction 
Wholesale/ Retail 
Transport 
Financing 
Cornn1unity 
()the r* 
TOTAL 

GO\crnmenl 
'tatisli~' 

28 
33 694 

1 670 
4.33 

3 032 

3R 

38 895 

Lin j, cr .. i I) 1\o u lllkrst,, tc ml.'n 1 Go\l·rnml.'n 1 
'l:lli.,lk' ol ~OH'rnnwnt -.t.lli-.ti~..· , 

sl.ttistic' 

670 2 292% 2R 
37 R05 12% 7Y 971 

1 500 ( 10%) 4 182 
I YRO 357% I 664 

12 21 I 302% 3 1 S9 
9X 

224 
3 000 

57 264 47% 89 228 

llniH.·r-.it\ qo Ulhh.•r,l~lll'ml'lll . 

6 300 22 4<X~~ 
99 400 24% 

6 R75 644}{, 
..., -71 _) 54% 
9 131 1 X9°{J 
I 016 

I 500 
126 7Y3 424}{, 

* Unauthorised • 

stop work rnectings. generally around 4 hours duration. held 1 n t e r-u n 1 on 
across industries. 
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Th~ activiti~s of the New z~aland Meatworkers· Union ~1nd the New Zealand Waterside 
Workers· Union accounted for ~xactly 50 percent of\vorkers involved and working days lust. 
In order to ex(trnin~ th~ irnpact of these 2 unions within their respective ind~strial ~ecto~~.the 
~toppage "ta ti st ics 'WC re c xa n1 i ned hy the rna n u factu ring and transport lrHJ ust nes. 1 a ken 
ov~rall. the Go\ernrn~nt official ~tatistics in the rnanufacturingsectorunderstatc the nun1be~ 
of workers irHoheJ h; 12 percent and working days lost hy 24 percent. The closeness of 
uni\ersity and Governmen( stati<;tics is due to the rnagnituJe anJ accuracy of the r~1eat 
sla ugh teri ng statistic~. Stoppage~ in other parh of the rna n u factu ring sector were substa n t1a lly 
understated both in tcnns of the number of worktrs involved. II 912 (6 564) workers. an 82 
percent understaternent. and nun1bers of working days lost. 37 9R~ (1.7 483). a 117 r;ercent 
und~rstaten1ent. The position in the transport sector shows a s1n11lar pattern wtth the 
understatement of stoppages in the "other transport" sector being very substantial. University 
and Go\ernrnent ~ tatistic~ relating to stoppages in port operations are sirnilar. In the .. other 
transport" sector however lJ 440 workers \\ere recorded as losing 6 360 w?rking days. by 
uni\eP,itv figure" while Governrnent statistics disclose a rnere 82 workers los1ng 19X working 

~ ... 

del\ s 

~The comhined action" of the rneatworkers and watersidcrs account for 50 percent of all 
'WOrkers unohed and .)0 percent or all work1ng <Jays lost. yet their activ1tJes dominate 
Go\crnn1ent statistic" accounting for 77 percent of al l workers involved and 73 percent or all 
working da) s lost 

Discussion 

Taken overall. (jo\ernment statistics understated stoppages by between 40 and 50 percent. 
and th1" itself is d cause for concern. Ofgreaterconcern however. is that Go\ernment statistics 
gi\e an illusion of overall accuracy by the accurate reporting of stoppages in J industrial sub
sectors. n1Cdl slaughtering and port operations. while largely ignoring stoppages in other 
sectors oft he econon1y That stoppages in these 2 industrial sub-sector~ is so accurate is hardly 
su rpri s1 ng. The Ne\\ / ealt1 n d F rec1i ng Com panics A~~oc ia tion. a parent hody for the various 
meat slaughtenng con1panie~. undertakes the collection or data on workplace disputes. 
collate..., the rnaterial and. if re4uesteJ. n1akes a return directly to the Department of Labour's 
head office. The Nev., /.ealand Harbour Boards Association. a parent body to the various 
harbour boarJs. follO\\s a ~in1ilar proceJure Both associations pro\ided statistics for this 
research. Their ernpha"i' on collecting their own ~latistics and providing thern to the 
Department of L,tbour i~ no doubt the rea,on for the accuracy of the offici'd ~o,tatistics. 

or real concern i~ that.\\ hen the ~toppage~ hy rneatworkers and \\'atcrsidcrs are excluded 
from the official data. th~ remaining official ~tatistics report a n1ere fraction of the workplace 
~lappage\ that took place. The principal areas of deficient reporting occur in the Northern 
indu~tric.ll d1strict and in the transport (except port operations). manufacturing (except meat 
l)}aughtering). and wholesale/ retail indu\trial sector\. 

There are a numher of C\planation\ for the observed <.kficicncics in reporting workplace 
stoppages hy the Dcp,trtrncnt of Labour. First. the ~tatistic' arc collected in part so as to report 
weekly to the Mini\ler ofl ahour unresohed industrial disputes Of particular interest to any 
Mini'-;terof Labour ttre those inuu\trial di...,putes that are seriou sly inconveniencing n1e1nbers 
of the pub I ic or those which are cau ~ing severe ha rn1 to l he publici ntere\t. The righ tlo bargain 
campaign wa\ specifically designed not to incotnenience the public and the stoppages were 
concei\ed as \hort ,tnd sharp tn nature. rather than protracted stoppage\ against any onl: 
emplo)er The lack of puhiic incon\cnience caused b) the right to bargain carnpc.tign rnay 
ha\e led direc tly. then . to the failure ofDepartn1ent ofLahouroflicials to record the carnpaign 
as the) might htt\e done. 

A second explanation for the deficient reporting of the stoppages is that the l)epartrnent 
sin1pl) dtd not have the personnel neces\al) to undertake the task. The collecting of stoppage 
\tatlsttcs 1s no douht not the highest priont; within each district office of the l)epartinent of 
La hour In IYX4 there wa.s an ups urge in reque'ls frorn tnernhers oft he public for enforu?n1ent 
of the \arious la'W\ and Industrial a'Ward\ that pre,cribe wages. holiday entitletnents. etc. as a 
direct result of the introductton of\oluntary· uniontstn. These requests becarne 4uite t11[tjor 
undertctkings naturally outranking the collection ofstoppagL' statis tics as priorities. The 10X5 
ann~al report of the Departr~1ent of Lahour states that the total number of complaints 
recetved irorn the public tllleg1ng hreache" of legl\latJon <.>r i.lwards In creased by 25 perCL'nt 
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over the nurnhcr rcLcived in the previous year. The report concludes .. The rnain reasons !'or 
this increase include the introduction of voluntary unionisn1 .. . .... (f)epartnlent of Labour. 
1985 b. p44 ). 

Thus the particular circumstances of 19X4 rnay rnean that stoppage statistics vvere rnon: 
unreliable than usual. due to the re-deployrnent of staff to rnore important matters. 
Notwi th standing these ex pia nations. it is s u rpri sing that the offici a I statistics are so dcficie n t. 
Data collection undertaken at the university used a careful exan1ination of the daily presses to 
identify the stoppages and this technique is con11nonly used by stoppage statistic collection 
agencies in other countries. No doubt a sirnilar exercise hy officials at the Departn1ent of 
Labour's head office. would have revealed the diversity of the can1paign identified in the . . .. . . 
untversttY s stattsttcs. 

# 

It has hcen said that ~'hile stoppage statistics rnay not he accurate as absolute statistics. 
they are useful in accurately portraying trends in a country's industrial relations. The research 
presented in this paper would support this contention only so far as it applies to the n1eat 
slaughtering and port operation industries. Trends in those industries are no doubt accurately 
portrayed in New Zealand's stoppage statistics. Given the paucity of statistics in other sectors 
however. it is unlikely that any "trends" could he accurately identified frorn the official 
statistics. and it would he a brave acaden1ic in the 19XOs who wou ld want to hypothesise that 
industrial re Ia tions in the n1ea t indus try or on the waterfront in any way represented indus trial 
relations trends. This is particularly so given the current decline of those 2 industries. and the 
growth of other i nd ustrics i 111 porta n t in the con text of the national economy. The usefu I ness of 
New Zealand 's toppa gc statistics as a rneans of evaluating the effectiveness of industtial 
relation s policy is questio nable given tht: shortfalls dernonstrated by this research. 
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